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MY LIFE AMONG ELF PRINCESSES

Chapter One — The Only Human at the Table

I had exactly three thoughts when I woke on the floor of a stranger's throne room, and none of them were useful.

The first was that the ceiling was wrong. My apartment has a ceiling of stained popcorn texture and a single tired bulb that flickers when the fridge kicks on; this one was a vault of pale green stone threaded with veins of gold that caught the light like river-water under sun, and it went up a long, impossible distance before it met a rim of carved stars. The second thought was that I was lying on my coat, which I had not been wearing to bed, which meant I had not gone to bed at all, which meant whatever had happened had happened with my shoes still on. The third, and most pressing, was that a woman with silver hair and a sword was looking down at me as if I were a problem she intended to solve with the sword.

"Rise, little outlander," she said. Her voice was the sound of a door closing in a wind. "The Sablecourt does not receive its guests on the floor."

I rose. The room tilted politely and then steadied, the way a boat does when you decide to trust it. Around me, the throne room — for it could be nothing else, not with the pillars and the hangings and the unmistakable weight of being somewhere important — opened into a hall of slender supports and silks the color of dusk. And ranged along a long table at the hall's heart sat what could only be, by process of elimination and sheer improbable beauty, princesses.

There were many of them. That was the first thing a person noticed, and the last thing a person stopped noticing. They were elves, every one, tall and luminous in the way of a people who have made peace with light, dressed in layers of court silk and quiet armor, and they were watching me with the unified, unhurried attention of cats who have decided a new mouse is worth the wait. Some held cups. Some held knives that they were using, with elaborate innocence, to peel fruit. None of them looked surprised to find a strange man on the floor. That, more than the sword, was what told me I was in trouble.

The silver-haired one with the sword spoke again, and I realized she was one of them, and that the sword was hers by right and not by accident. "I am Maelis, eldest daughter of the Sablecourt and heir to its thorny politics. You may bow, or you may not; we are past the age of demanding it, and the demanding of it never brought loyalty anyway. But you will explain how a human came to be asleep in our inner hall, or I will assume you were sent, and sent things are rarely friendly."

"I fell," I said, which was both true and unhelpful.

"That," said a second princess, this one golden and grinning, "is the most honest answer anyone has given Maelis in a month. I'm Aria. Welcome to the part of the story where you're confused and we're amused." She tossed me an apple from the table. I caught it, because the alternative was to let it hit my coat, which was apparently all I owned now, and because a man who has just fallen through a door into a room of armed elves should not waste free fruit.

A third princess had not spoken. She sat at Maelis's right, violet-eyed and still, a cup of something steaming untouched before her, and when our eyes met she inclined her head with a small, private smile that had nothing to do with me and everything to do with the woman beside her. Maelis's hand — without any fuss, without any announcement, the way a person reaches for something that is simply theirs — found hers on the table and stayed. I filed that away under things this court does not hide, which was already a fuller drawer than I expected. The Sablecourt, it seemed, kept its tenderness in plain sight and its weapons the same way.

"I'm Jasper," I said to the table, because no one had asked and someone should. "Jasper, from the human quarter. I was in my apartment — third floor, bad plumbing, a view of a brick wall — and there was a door where there hadn't been a door. Green light, like the ceiling here. I stepped toward it because I am, apparently, the kind of man who steps toward green light in a wall, and then the floor of my building was gone, and then this floor was under me. I didn't come to be sent. I came to be elsewhere."

"Elsewhere," Maelis repeated, tasting it the way she might taste a wine she suspected of being poisoned. "The gate took you. The old gate, then, from the human quarter. It has not opened in a generation. My mother spoke of it as a child's fear, a story to keep us from the lower halls." She looked at Aria, who shrugged with elaborate innocence, the picture of a person who has recently been somewhere she was told not to be. "You will tell us what you are, Jasper of the human quarter, and what trade your world keeps with ours, and whether any power sent you through. And then," she added, and the sword at her hip caught the light as she half-turned, "we will decide whether you are a guest, a charge, or a complication."

"I'm a barista," I said. "I make coffee. There is no trade. There is no power, unless you count a stubborn espresso machine. There is, apparently, a door."

That earned a laugh from Aria and a faint, surprised curve from the violet-eyed princess, who still had not let go of Maelis's hand. A fourth figure spoke from the far end of the table — and here my thoughts, which had been busy enough merely surviving, took a small and inconvenient detour.

"Princess" Sael was listed among them as a princess, and wore the sweeping gown and the jeweled circlet of one, and was beautiful in the careful, ornamented way the court prized. But there was something in the line of the jaw and the ease of the shoulders and the unstudied grace of the hands that did not quite match the performance. Sael's eyes met mine across the silks, steady and amused, and held a beat longer than courtesy required. "A barista," Sael said, voice low and warm, the kind of voice that makes a person lean in without meaning to. "Then you are qualified for precisely nothing here, and therefore perhaps for everything. The court rewards the unqualified. We terrify the competent." A few of the princesses smiled, and Sael's gaze did not leave me, and I felt, with the mild alarm of a man who had been awake for approximately four minutes, the distinct and inconvenient beginning of interest. It was not the interest of a predator. It was the interest of someone recognizing a thing they had been waiting to see.

Aria leaned toward me, conspiratorial, her golden hair swinging into her face and getting pushed back with the back of a hand that had clearly done this before. "Don't look so alarmed. You're the first human any of us has seen who wasn't a diplomat's footstool or a hostage. Maelis's already decided you're a complication, which means you'll be fed and watched, in that order. Nerys —" she nodded at the violet-eyed princess "— has decided you're interesting, which is worse. And Sael —" she glanced sidelong at the far end of the table, where Sael was still watching me with that slow, certain look "— has decided nothing yet, which in this court is the most dangerous of all."

"I have decided," Sael said, unoffended, as if answering a question no one had asked aloud, "that the outlander stands upright, answers plainly, and smells of no court's poison. That is rarer than princesses suppose." The look Sael turned on me was not the look of someone cataloguing a threat. It was the look of someone opening a door and wondering whether I would walk through it.

Maelis cleared her throat, which in a room of princesses functioned as a small weather change, the way a single cloud can rearrange a sky. "Enough. Jasper of the human quarter will be given a room, a name among us, and a task suited to a man who makes bitter water for strangers — you will serve the hall, learn our ways, and be our eyes on whether the gate means to open again. You will not leave the court without word. You will not touch what is not offered. And you will," she added, almost dry, the corner of her mouth twitching in a smile she did not intend to give me, "try not to be enchanting. The Sablecourt has quite enough enchantment."

"I don't enchant," I said. "I burn coffee. Badly, sometimes."

"Then you are safe from us," Nerys said at last, and her voice was like a string instrument played in another room, present and distant at once, "and we are not safe from you. The unremarkable are the ones the prophecies forget to warn us about." She lifted her cup, finally, in a small salute, and Maelis's thumb brushed her knuckles — a thing so small and so certain that I, who had come from a world where such things were hidden and punished, felt abruptly like an intruder in a private country that had, without asking, decided to admit me.

They showed me to a room that evening. Aria led with a lantern and a running commentary that ranged from the names of the pillars to a strongly held opinion about the kitchen's pears. Nerys trailed in silence, her violet eyes distant, as if she were listening to a music only she could hear. And Sael fell into step beside me as if by accident and stayed as if by choice, matching my stride exactly, close enough that the scent of them — green, and smoke, and something like rain on stone — came and went with the lantern's swing.

The corridors of the Sablecourt narrowed into living wood, lamps of trapped firefly-light set into the walls, and the sound of distant music that might have been a feast or might have been the house itself breathing. Aria left me at a door of pale wood with a wink and a warning: "Don't wander. The princesses who aren't here are the ones you most need to fear. The ones who are — well. Fear them too. But the ones who aren't, most of all." Then she was gone down the hall, lantern-flit, leaving the smell of pears and mischief behind her.

When they were gone, I stood in the small room — a bed with a frame of carved branch-wood, a window onto a courtyard of silver trees, a basin of water that smelled of snow — and tried to account for myself. I had fallen through a door. I was the only human in a court of elf princesses. One of them might be a prince. Two of them loved each other without hiding it, in a world that, unlike mine, had made peace with that love. And I, a barista from a world with no magic and fewer manners, had been handed a room and a task and the unmistakable sense that I had been collected — not captured, not rescued, but collected, the way a person gathers interesting stones from a shore.

I thought of Sael's look, and Nerys's salute, and Maelis's hand in Nerys's, and Aria's laugh, and the way the whole glittering, dangerous, tender assembly had turned its attention on me like the sun deciding to rise in one small, specific place. I thought of the green door in my apartment, and the brick wall it had replaced, and the quiet, absurd terror of having been chosen by something I did not understand.

"This," I told the empty room, and the silver trees outside, and the high indifferent stars beyond them, "is going to be a life."

The window showed the trees, and beyond them the stars of a world that had wanted me, for reasons of its own, and taken me in. I set the apple Aria had thrown me on the windowsill, where it caught a little of the firefly-light, and I lay down on the bed with my shoes still on, because I was not yet certain the floor would not disappear again, and because some part of me knew that the only human in the Sablecourt was allowed exactly one night of not quite believing he was real.

––––––––
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Chapter Two — The Outlander's Task

Morning in the Sablecourt arrived the way important places do — as if it had been happening for hours and had simply decided I was now allowed to notice. Light came through the silver trees in long pale shafts, and with it came a sound I would learn to know as the court waking: the soft clash of practice swords, the murmur of fountains, the particular rhythm of a hundred elves deciding, all at once, to begin the day.

Aria was at my door before I had found both shoes. "Up," she said, luminous and unbothered, a tray balanced on one hand with the ease of someone who had long ago made peace with trays. "You're to serve the morning hall. Maelis was specific. She said, and I quote, 'the outlander will learn the difference between a cup and a consequence.' I have no idea what that means, but I am delighted to watch you find out."

"I make coffee," I said, which felt, under the circumstances, like the only true thing I owned. "I can absolutely handle cups."

"Coffee," Aria repeated, tasting the word. "We have no coffee. We have leaf-wine and snow-tea and a bitter root the southern court sends that makes you see your ancestors. You will learn those, or you will pour what is put before you, which is the more likely path. Come."

The morning hall was a long bright room with a table that could have fed a small army and, I suspected, often had. Princesses came and went in twos and threes, some still in sleeping robes, some already armored for the day's training. Aria installed me at the sideboard with the air of a person releasing a tame animal into the wild, and for the next hour I carried cups and learned names the way a drowning man learns the shapes of waves.

There were more of them than the five who had met me. Of course there were. A court is a population, not a committee.

Thalassa was the first I met by name who was not at that first table. She was a princess of the warrior house, bronze-haired and broad-shouldered, and she wore her sword the way Maelis wore hers — as a fact. "You're the human," she said, not unkindly, accepting a cup from me with a nod that felt like a small promotion. "We heard. Try not to break anything load-bearing. The last outlander who visited, three reigns ago, reorganized the library by the color of the binding and we are still finding the histories." She spoke of histories the way other people spoke of relatives — with affection and a warning.

Liora was the keeper of those histories, a slender princess with ink on her fingers and a frown that had been earned. She intercepted me near the shelves that lined the hall's far wall, where the Sablecourt's records lived in a quiet, endless alphabet. "You are Jasper," she said, not asking. "The gate-taken. The archive has a slot for you already, you understand. Every gate-taken gets a slot. Most of them are empty. We do not know why the gate takes, only that it does, and that it almost never takes from the human quarter." She looked at me the way she looked at the shelves — as a problem of cataloguing. "What year is it where you are from? We will want it for the margin."

"2026," I said, and she wrote it without blinking, as one writes a strange but useful fact.

Eira was the third new name, and the gentlest. She was a princess of the healing house, with a calm that seemed less a mood than a profession, and she found me when I knocked a cup against the sideboard and flinched as if the noise had been a crime. "Breathe," she said, and laid two fingers briefly on my wrist, and the panic I had not known I was holding loosened a degree. "You are far from home and you are not in danger. The Sablecourt does not eat its guests, though Aria may test you, and Thalassa may spar with you, and Maelis will certainly weigh you. None of that is the same as danger." She smiled, the small skilled smile of someone who mends things. "You will learn the difference. Most who arrive do not, at first. The gate does not choose the calm."

In the practice court off the morning hall, Thalassa drilled a round-shouldered princess named Cassia with a wooden blade, their clash a steady percussion beneath the court's murmur. Thalassa caught me watching from the arch. "Come, outlander. Every servant of the Sablecourt learns the weight of a sword, so he knows what the princesses carry. Hold." She pressed a training blade into my hands — heavier than it looked, like most things here — and corrected my grip with a touch that brooked no argument. "Not for killing. For understanding. A court that forgets the sword forgets why it needed the agreement." I swung once, badly, and Cassia laughed, and Thalassa's mouth twitched, and I understood that even the warrior house taught with kindness, just loudly.

By midday I had poured perhaps forty cups and learned that the Sablecourt ran on a choreography of small kindnesses and smaller threats, and that the princesses moved through it like fish through a current they had, collectively, agreed to be. Nerys found me at the sideboard during the lull, her violet eyes clearer than they had been the night before, her cup already in hand.

"You slept with your shoes on," she observed. It was not a question.

"I wasn't sure the floor would hold."

"Wise," she said, and sipped. "The floors here hold. The certainties do not. You will find that the court is built less on stone than on agreement — we agree the Sablecourt exists, and so it does, and we agree Maelis is heir, and so she is, and we agree the gate is closed, and so it was, until it opened for you." She set the cup down with a click that felt final. "Agreement is the only magic this court has ever needed. Remember that when the harder agreements come due."

Before I could ask what harder agreements she meant, Sael appeared at the arch of the hall, and the current of the room seemed, very slightly, to bend. Sael moved through the princesses with the same easy grace, accepted a cup from me with a look that lingered a half-beat too long, and said, "You pour as if you have done it a thousand times for people who did not deserve it. That is a useful skill in a court. The deserving are rare." Then, quieter, for me alone: "The southern windows look over the gate-yard. If you are curious about the door that brought you, that is where it stands. I could show you. Later." The offer hung in the air between us, weightless and loaded, and Sael smiled — a real one, unguarded — and went on, leaving the scent of rain on stone behind.

Aria reclaimed me after the noon meal and gave me the tour I should have been given the night before, which is to say she gave me the tour she wanted to give, which involved the kitchens (pears, again), the practice courts (Thalassa shouting at someone named Cassia), the library (Liora glaring up from a scroll), and finally a long gallery whose windows did indeed open over a walled yard where a single arch of green-veined stone stood alone, untouched, humming faintly with the same light I had stepped through.

"That's it," Aria said, suddenly solemn, her playfulness banked. "The gate. It hasn't lit like that since my grandmother's time. Maelis has had the wardens watch it since the night you arrived. They say it hums your name, sometimes. Jasper. Like it knows you." She looked at me then with something new in her golden eyes — not fear, exactly, but the respect a careless person gives a thing that has proven heavier than it looked. "You're not a complication, Jasper. You're a consequence. There's a difference, and Maelis knows it even if she won't say."

I left my hand on the warm glass a moment, and the hum rose to meet my palm, and for an instant I could have sworn it shaped not a word but a feeling — of a door that had been waiting a very long time for someone who did not belong, because only the one who did not belong could carry the message the gate meant to send. "What message?" I asked the empty yard. The gate, of course, did not answer. It only hummed, the way a thing hums when it knows it will be understood eventually, and soon.

That evening, Maelis summoned me to the small council room, where she and Nerys and a few others — Thalassa among them — sat with the air of people who had been arguing before I entered and would resume after I left. "Report," Maelis said, not unkindly. "What have you learned of the court in a day?"

I considered lying, then did not. "That it runs on agreement. That the gate hums my name. That you're afraid of why it chose me and you're too proud to say so. That Nerys sees more than she says. That Sael —" I stopped, because Sael was not in the room, and the sentence had a shape I was not ready to give them.

Maelis's eyebrows rose, the closest she came to a laugh. "Honest. Good. You will stay, then, and you will watch the gate, and you will tell me what you see before you tell anyone else. That is your task, Jasper of the human quarter. Not cups. Cups were Aria's idea, and Aria's ideas are usually correct about the small things and wrong about the large. This is the large."

Aria, who had been lurking at the door with the expression of a person who had been told to leave and had chosen instead to eavesdrop, grinned and mouthed large at me over Maelis's shoulder, then vanished before she could be caught. The council resumed its arguing the moment I stepped out, the sound following me down the hall like a tide.

"I can do that," I said. "Watch the gate. Tell you first."

"Tell me first," she agreed, and the faintest curve touched her mouth, the same smile she had given Nerys, the same she would not quite give me, and I understood, standing in that room of armed and ancient women, that I had been given the one thing the Sablecourt did not hand out freely: a place in its confidence, however small, however watched.

I left them to their arguing. In the hall, Nerys caught my sleeve as I passed. "You stopped before Sael," she said, voice low. "You are sharper than Maelis believes, or else braver. Whichever it is, keep it. The court will test whether the gate-taken is a guest, a charge, or a complication. I have made my decision. I hope you are equal to it." She did not say what her decision was. She did not need to. The hand she had let Maelis hold, and the look she gave me now — measured, kind, certain — said enough.

I walked back to my room under the firefly-lamps, the apple still on the sill where I had left it, and the green gate humming faint and far, and for the first time since the floor had dropped away, I did not feel like a man who had fallen. I felt like a man who had been caught.

––––––––
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Chapter Three — The Feast of Small Lights

The Sablecourt kept its calendars the way it kept its secrets — closely, and with argument. By the fifth day of my being there, I had learned that the court observed more festivals than it had princesses, and that the Feast of Small Lights was among the oldest, a night when every elf lit a single candle and set it in a window to mark the turning of the year toward the long dark. "We are a people who refuse the dark by arguing with it," Liora told me, arranging candles in the library with the same precise care she gave the archives. "One small light each. It adds up. It always has."

I had, by then, carried perhaps thirty candles, and I understood the metaphor before I understood the ritual: a court of solitary flames, none of them enough alone, all of them together refusing the dark by the simple act of agreeing to burn. "You argue with the dark by lighting a candle," I said to Liora, and she looked up from her archive with the ghost of a smile. "We argue with everything by agreeing to a small light. The dark is only the first of them."

I had been promoted, in the gentle way of the court, from cup-pourer to candle-courier, which meant I spent the afternoon carrying small flames through halls that smelled of beeswax and cold.

The Sablecourt transformed for the feast the way a person transforms for a grief — slowly, then all at once. Hangings were rehung in deeper reds; the long tables were dressed in cloth the color of a struck match; musicians tuned in the gallery, their strings thin and bright against the stone. I moved among the princesses with my tray of small flames and felt, for the first time, not like furniture but like a vein in the court's body — small, but carrying something the body needed. Aria named each princess we passed with a running commentary that was half gossip and half history: there Thalassa, who had once ended a duel by quoting the law; there Liora, who could tell you the birth-year of any treaty; there Eira, who had healed a fever in the southern quarter when no one else would cross. "We are not all swords," Aria said, as if reading my thought. "Some of us are memories. Some of us are mercy. The Sablecourt is all of it at once, which is why it has outlasted every king who tried to simplify it." Aria walked backward in front of me most of the way, explaining the rules of the feast with the gravity of a priest and the delight of a child. "No two candles may be the same height. That's the old law. Symmetry is for tyrants. Also you must not blow one out by accident, because Eira counted them and Eira's count is law. Also —" she lowered her voice, though no one was near "— Maelis lights hers first, always, from the hearth of the founding, and whoever she lights next is the one she means to honor. Last year it was Nerys. This year, watch."

"Why would I watch?"

"Because you're the gate-taken, Jasper, and the court is a language, and you're finally starting to read it." She spun on her heel, grinning, and knocked a candle from my tray with a flick she claimed was accidental and I knew was not. We reset it, laughing, and the sound of our laughter joined the larger sound of a court preparing, collectively, to argue with the dark.

The feast itself was held in the great hall, which I had only seen by morning light. At night it was another place entirely — all shadow and gold, the long table laid with food that Steward Fenwick (for the Sablecourt, too, had a cook who brought bread as a greeting) had spent the day assembling, and every window alive with the small defiant lights. Princesses arrived in their finest, which is to say their deadliest, silk and steel arranged to suggest that celebration and war were the same art viewed from different angles.

Maelis entered last, as the heir must, and took the founding hearth's candle and lit her own from it. The court stilled — not silenced, but gathered, the way a string gathers before it's plucked. Then she crossed to Nerys, who stood among the historians, and lit Nerys's candle from her own. The gesture was small. It was also, in a court that hid nothing and surrendered nothing, a declaration loud as a bell. A few of the older princesses inclined their heads; Thalassa, across the room, gave the faintest approving nod; Aria, beside me, whispered, "Told you," and meant it as a blessing.

I felt, watching them, the particular ache of a man who had come from a place where such a thing would have cost Nerys her standing and Maelis her crown. Here it was simply true, and the court's agreement — the only magic it had ever needed — held it safe. I understood, then, why Nerys had called me a consequence and not a complication. The gate had not brought a problem. It had brought a witness.

Sael found me at the edge of the hall, where the candle-couriers loiter. Tonight Sael wore the princess's gown still, but the circlet was gone, set aside, and the hair was swept in a way that suited the jaw I had suspected was not a woman's. "You're staring," Sael said, amused, and did not pretend not to know at what.

"I'm observing. There's a difference. A princess wouldn't remove her circlet at the heir's feast."

"Then it is fortunate I am not a princess." Sael said it plainly, the way one admits to a preference for snow-tea, and then watched to see if I would step back. I did not. "You knew," Sael went on, softer. "From the first. Most pretend not to, in this court, because the disguise is a kindness my mother asked of the Sablecourt when the southern wars took my brothers. A prince hidden among princesses is a prince who lives. You are the first to look at me and simply... see."

"I see a person who's good at pretending," I said, and the words were truer than I meant them, because they were also about me — a barista pretending the world made sense, a man pretending he hadn't been chosen. "And I see someone who's tired of it."

Sael's smile flickered, genuine and brief. "Then we are two tired pretenders. Come. The feast permits a dance, and the gate-taken should be seen to enjoy himself, or Maelis will suspect you of plotting." Sael offered a hand. I took it. We moved into the open space where couples turned under the candle-light, and Sael led with a confidence that belonged to neither the princess nor the shy guest but to someone who had, behind both masks, simply learned to dance.

Close, Sael smelled of green and rain and the smoke of a hearth that had burned a long time. "You are not what they'll expect of a human," Sael murmured, guiding me through a turn. "They'll expect fear, or greed, or awe. You brought none of those. You brought coffee and a steady hand and the annoying habit of noticing things." A pause, and then, quieter still: "My mother the queen does not know I have told you. She will, if this continues. I would rather she heard it from me, in time. If you would let it be in time."

I wanted to ask what the south had taken from Sael, and what the disguise had cost, but the music lifted and the question seemed rude against the honesty already given. So I said only, "I'm not in a hurry to be explained to your mother," and Sael laughed that startled real laugh again, and the candles leaned in the draft as if to listen. "She will like you," Sael said, surprising us both. "She likes honest things. It is the one weakness the southern throne could never beat out of her. If she meets you, meet her as you are — a barista who sees people. She will know it, the way I knew it. Mothers are like that. They recognize the true shape of a person even through a crown."

"I'm not going anywhere," I said, and meant the room, the court, the hand in mine, all of it. "The floor dropped out. I landed. I'm staying until someone explains the floor."

Sael laughed, startled and real, and the music turned, and for a moment the Feast of Small Lights was exactly what its name promised — a small, stubborn light against a long dark, held by people who had agreed, against all reason, to keep it burning. I danced with a prince who was a princess, in a hall of princesses who loved whom they loved, and I thought that if the gate had wanted a witness, it had chosen well.

When the music turned slower, Aria claimed me for a turn, laughing that Sael had had his dance and the court's most playful princess would not be outdone; Eira watched from the healer's bench with her calm smile, and even Thalassa, stern in bronze, inclined her head to me across the floor as if to say the outlander had passed some test of standing still. Maelis and Nerys danced too, at the far end, and if the heir of the Sablecourt swayed in the arms of the woman she had lit her candle from, no one in that candle-lit hall saw fit to call it anything but what it was — a small light held against the dark, by two hands that had agreed to hold it together.

Later, when the candles had burned to rings of wax and the hall had thinned to the steadiest revelers, Nerys drew me aside to a window where two candles guttered in the draft. "You danced with Sael," she said. It was not accusing.

"I did."

"Good," Nerys said, and sipped from a cup I had not seen her take. "The court needs the gate-taken to be happy here, or it will fear you, and feared things are disciplined. Sael is lonely behind the crown that isn't theirs. You see people. Maelis sees threats. I see patterns. We are all, in our ways, watching you decide what we are to you." She set the cup down. "Decide gently. The Sablecourt breaks slowly and never forgets."

I asked her then what the gate wanted with me, truly, and she shook her head, not refusing but confessing. "I read the records, Jasper. Every gate-taken before you is a line in Liora's margin, and every line ends the same: they were witnesses. To a war, to a treaty, to a betrayal the court needed an outsider to see because the elves had agreed, among themselves, to look away. The gate does not choose the powerful. It chooses the outside eye. You are the eye this turning of the year has been waiting for." She touched my sleeve once more, the measured kindness, and left me to the guttering candles and the hum of a gate that had, against all reason, decided I was the one to watch the dark and report it did not win.

I walked back through the sleeping hall, past the sideboard where I had poured forty cups, past the library where Liora's candle still burned over some urgent margin, past the practice court where Thalassa's voice had rung. The gate-yard window stood open to the night, and there, alone in the walled yard, the green arch hummed — and this time I could swear the hum shaped a word. Not Jasper. Something older. Something like a name the gate had carried long before I had one to give it.

I stood at the open window a long while, the cold coming in, and let the green light name that older word again and again until I had it by heart without understanding it, the way you learn a song in a language you do not speak. The gate did not demand I descend. It only insisted I remember. So I remembered: the floor dropping, the silver trees, Maelis's hand in Nerys's, Sael's honest laugh, Aria's shoulder against mine. The gate had taken a barista from a brick wall and given him a court. The least a grateful man could do was recall the word it used to do it.

I did not go down to it. Nerys had said decide gently, and I had decided at least this much: I would not walk through any door I did not understand, not twice. I watched the green light breathe, and I went to my room, and I set the apple — browner now, but still there — where the firefly-light could find it, and I slept, finally, with my shoes off, because the floor had held all day, and I was beginning, against my better judgment, to belong to it.

––––––––
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MY LIFE AMONG ELF PRINCESSES

Chapter Four — The Prince Behind the Princess

The word the gate had hummed — the older name, the one beneath Jasper — did not leave me. It sat in my chest the way a song sits in a room after the music stops, present and unsummoned. I told no one. Nerys had warned me to decide gently, and keeping a mystery to myself felt like the gentlest decision available to a man who had only just stopped sleeping in his shoes.

The days took a shape. Mornings I carried cups and candles and the occasional message between princesses who treated me as furniture that could be trusted with secrets — which, I learned, is the highest rank a servant can hold. Afternoons I watched the gate-yard from the southern windows, noting the hum's rise and fall in a small book Liora had given me, labeled in her precise hand: Margin — Gate-Taken, Year 2026. Evenings I ate with the court and tried, mostly failing, not to watch Sael.

Sael had not returned to the princess's gown. The circlet stayed off. The hair stayed swept. The court, in its infinite agreement, simply did not mention it, which is how the Sablecourt handled most truths it had decided to protect — by consensus of silence. Only Maelis, in the small council, spoke of it, and only once. "The southern queen's son lives among us as her daughter," she said to the room, to no one in particular, as if reading a weather report. "This is old news wearing new clothes. Jasper is not to be the one who makes it new news. Are we understood?" The room assented. I had not been in the room. Aria told me, giggling, that I had been "voted into a secret by being absent from it, which is very you."

It was on the ninth day that the gate did something new.

I was at the southern window, book open, when the green arch flared — not the steady hum, but a pulse, like a heartbeat seen from far away. The hum shaped that older word again, clearer now, and then a second word beneath it, and I knew, with the certainty of a man who has fallen through one door, that the gate was trying to tell me something it had told others before. The pulse had left a ringing in the air, the way a bell leaves a ringing in a room, and I stood at the window until it faded, my hand pressed to the cold glass as if I could steady the gate by steadying myself. The two words in my book looked harmless on the page — a name for a door, a name from a war — but Maelis's face had taught me that harmless-looking things were exactly the ones that ended reigns. I thought of Aria's warning, of Nerys's pattern, of Sael's laugh, and I felt the old terror again, the one from the floor dropping: that I had been chosen for a reason I would not like, and that liking it would not change it.

I wrote both words down. I did not go down. I went, instead, to Maelis.

She was in the practice court, sparring with Thalassa, both of them flushed and glorious and heedless of an audience. I waited at the rail until Maelis noticed me and lowered her blade. "Jasper," she said, not unkind. "You look as if the floor dropped again."

"The gate pulsed," I said. "It hummed a name. Two names. I wrote them." I showed her the book. She read, and the color went from her face the way light leaves a room, all at once.

"You will show no one this but me," Maelis said, and it was not a request. "Not Nerys. Not Aria. Not — especially not — Sael. Do you understand? The first word is the old name of the gate itself. The second is a name from the southern war. If the gate is calling it, then the south is not finished with us, and Sael's mother is not finished with her hidden son." She closed the book with a care that told me she wanted to close the subject the same way. "You did right to bring it to me first. That was your task. You are learning the large things."

"I'm learning I'm in the middle of something," I said. "I'd like to know what."

"You're in the middle of a peace," Maelis said, and turned back to Thalassa, which meant the conversation was over, "that has always been one bad letter from a war. The gate took you for a reason it has not yet sent. Until it does, you watch, and you tell me, and you stay precisely where I can see you. That is the whole of your duty, Jasper. The rest — the dancing, the candles, the prince who is a princess — that is yours to navigate, but not yours to broadcast. Be careful with Sael. Be careful with all of us. We are older than we look, and we have survived by agreeing to forget the things that would break us."

I left her to her blade. In the hall, Nerys found me — as she always did, as if she could smell a man carrying a secret — and studied my face with those violet eyes. "Maelis has the book," I said, before she could ask. "The gate pulsed. Two names. She said not to tell even you."

Nerys was quiet a long moment. Then: "She is right, and she is wrong. Right to guard it. Wrong to guard it from me, who has read every gate-record the archive holds. The second name — if it is what I suspect — means the south believes Sael dead, and the gate, which does not lie, knows otherwise. The south will come for him. They will come through the gate, or around it. And you, gate-taken, are the only witness who is not elf, and therefore the only one the south cannot simply... agree out of existence." She touched my sleeve, the same measured kindness. "So you see why Maelis watches you, and why I do, and why Sael —" she smiled, small and sad "— why Sael dances with you as if the music might stop. We are all, in our ways, preparing for the south to arrive. You are preparing by not knowing you are."

During the day I stayed at my window and watched the gate-yard and wrote nothing more, because Maelis had the book and the book had the words and the words, I had decided, were hers to hold until she chose otherwise. I ate with Eira at the healing bench, who told me the healing house was indeed preparing, and with Liora, who had already written the gate-pulse into the margin in a hand so precise it looked like print. "The archive remembers," she said, "even when the court prefers to forget. That is its only job, and its only rebellion." I carried that rebellion with me into the evening, because I was beginning to suspect my own job was the same.

That evening the Sablecourt held a smaller council than usual, and I was not summoned, but Aria was, and Aria told me everything afterward, breathless and uncharacteristically solemn, on the palace steps under a sky full of the small lights that had not yet been cleared. "They're calling it the Southern Question," she said. "Maelis wants to tell Sael's mother the gate called the name. Thalassa wants to seal the gate-yard. Liora wants to write it down first, obviously. Eira wants to prepare the healing house because 'preparing the healing house is never wrong.' And Sael —" Aria's golden eyes were wide "— Sael doesn't know. They're keeping it from Sael. Maelis says it's to protect him. Nerys says it's to protect the court from his mother's army. I think they're the same thing."

She pulled her knees up on the step and rested her chin on them, the playful princess suddenly a child entrusted with a secret too large for her. "Maelis is scared, Jasper. I've never seen it. She hides it behind the sword and the heir-voice, but it's there. Nerys is scared too, in the way she gets quiet. Thalassa is just angry, which is how she does scared. And Sael — Sael doesn't know, and that's the scariest part, because a person who doesn't know they're in danger is a person the danger finds first. You have to tell him. Promise me you'll tell him." I promised, because Aria, for all her pears, had seen the shape of it clearer than any of the masked adults, and because a promise to a child-princess in the dark is the only kind of magic the Sablecourt had not yet argued away.

"Does Sael suspect?" I asked.

"Everyone suspects everything in this court, Jasper. That's the job. The question is who admits it." She bumped my shoulder with hers, a small, rare tenderness from the playful one. "You should tell him. Before they decide he doesn't get to know his own fate. That's the one thing this court gets wrong — it protects people by lying to them, and the lies outlive the danger." Then she was gone, lantern-flit, leaving me with the weight of a secret I had not asked for and the certainty that Aria, for all her pears and mischief, had just handed me the truest counsel in the court.

I found Sael on the practice court's empty rail, watching the gate-yard windows glow green in the dark. Sael did not turn. "You've been summoned to councils you don't attend," Sael said. "You've been watched by Maelis and Nerys and the whole careful machine of them. You know something. I can feel the shape of the thing they're not saying, the way you feel a storm in your joints." Sael looked at me then, and the prince and the princess and the tired honest person beneath both were all in that look. "Tell me the shape, Jasper. I have spent my life being protected by lies. I would rather have the truth from a barista than a kindness from a queen."

So I told the shape. Not the names — Maelis had been right about that much, and I was not yet ready to be the one who armed a southern war — but the shape: that the gate had spoken, that the south was in it, that Sael was the reason, and that the court was deciding his fate above his head the way courts do. Sael listened with a stillness that belonged to neither mask, and when I finished, Sael took my hand — not the princess's graceful offer, not the prince's confident claim, but a person's, plain and grateful — and said, "You are the only one who has told me the truth since I was hidden. Stay. However this ends. Stay long enough to keep telling it."

We stood there a long moment, the prince who was a princess and the barista who saw him, and the court's music reached us faint and golden across the courtyard, and neither of us moved to close the distance or to open it. There are moments, I have learned, that are complete exactly because no one resolves them. This was one. Sael's hand was warm. The night was not. The gate hummed its older name, and the Sablecourt, behind us, agreed to one more evening of not knowing what came next, and that agreement, more than any wall, was what kept us safe.

The green gate pulsed once, far away, as if in answer, and the older name hummed beneath the night. I did not know what was coming. But I knew, standing in the dark with a prince who had been a princess and a court that had agreed to protect him by forgetting him, that the Feast of Small Lights had not been the year's turning after all. The turning was now. And I, the gate-taken, the only human in the Sablecourt, had been given the one role the elves could not fill: the witness who owed no one a lie.

I set the browned apple aside that night and slept without my shoes, because the floor had held for nine days, and because some part of me had decided that wherever the gate meant to take me next, I would rather meet it having told the truth to the one person the court had built its peace upon lying to.

––––––––
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MY LIFE AMONG ELF PRINCESSES

Chapter Five — The Hidden Prince's Choice

I did not sleep so much as keep watch on the dark, and when the dark finally kept watch on me, I let it.

Somewhere in the human quarter a coffee machine was steaming for someone else, and I missed it the way you miss a thing you never thought to name. The brick wall behind my apartment had been the whole of my horizon; now my horizon was a court of elves and a gate that hummed my name. I had fallen through a door and landed in a story. The only question was whether I would survive the chapter.

The apple on the sill had gone the color of old paper, and the gate hummed a long way off, and the words I had given Sael — the shape of the thing the court had decided he must not know — sat in my chest like a second heartbeat. I had promised Aria. I had not promised Maelis. The difference, I was beginning to learn, was the whole of the Sablecourt.

Sael found me at the gate-yard window before the court had properly woken, which told me Sael, too, had not slept. "You told me the shape," Sael said, not accusing. "Now tell me the rest of it. The names. The gate hums them. I have heard it hum my mother's house since I was hidden. If you know the words, give them to me. I have spent my life being the only one not allowed the truth of my own life. I would rather have it from you than from a southern blade."

So I told him. The first word was the old name of the gate itself — a sound like stone settling, a word the archive kept but no one spoke. The second was a name from the southern war, a general's name, the one the south had buried with the story that Sael was dead. Sael listened with a stillness that belonged to neither mask, and when I finished, Sael laughed — not the startled real laugh of the feast, but something thinner, edged with old grief.

"My brothers died in the southern war," Sael said, when the laugh had spent itself. "Both of them, within a season, and the queen — my mother — could not bear a third coffin. So she made me a daughter. The Sablecourt took me in as a princess because Maelis's mother owed my mother a debt of crowns, and the disguise was the price of my life. I have worn it so long I forgot it was a costume. Corvain buried me with my brothers because a dead prince is easier to rule than a living claim. The gate knowing I live is the one thing his whole career cannot survive."

"You're not going to pretend it didn't happen," I said. It was not a question.

"I am done pretending," Sael said. "That was the bargain my mother made to keep me alive — that I would be a princess, and silent, and safe. She paid for my life with my name. I will not let her keep paying. If Corvain comes, I will meet him as who I am, not as the daughter she invented." Sael turned then, and the prince and the princess and the tired honest person beneath both were all in the look. "You are the only one who has treated me as a person and not a secret. I would be a fool to waste that on a court that only ever wanted me hidden."

Before I could answer, Maelis's voice came from the hall behind us, dry as always. "You told him," she said to me, not unkindly, as if stating a fact about the weather. "I knew by the way he looked at the gate. Sael has never been able to lie with his eyes."

"I told him the shape because Aria asked me to," I said. "And because hiding it from him was the one thing this court gets wrong."

Maelis stepped into the window-light, sword at her hip, silver hair unbound and serious. "You are right," she said, and the admission cost her something.

Jasper, who had been the one to break the silence, found he had no defense ready. "I'm scared too," he said, and meant it. "I told a hidden prince the truth and now a southern army threads my new home. But the alternative was a court that lied to the one person the lie was about, and I have met that court in my old life and I did not like it. I would rather be scared with Sael than safe with a secret."

Maelis stepped into the window-light, sword at her hip, silver hair unbound and serious. The admission cost her something. "You are right," she said, and the admission cost her something. "And you are also the reason he is now walking toward a southern blade with his name pinned to his chest. We protected him for a generation. You undid a generation in a night." She looked at Sael, not with anger but with the particular exhaustion of a heir who has carried a secret too long. "You will not walk into Corvain's path alone. If he comes, the Sablecourt meets him — not as your
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